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Abstract 
Social presence is one of the more important constructs for determining the level of interaction and effectiveness of learning in an 
online environment. The purpose of the present study is to determine what individual learner characteristics can influence student 
ratings of their online social presence. The results build on previous research reported but with a larger sample size drawn from 
practicing teachers enrolled in online postgraduate courses. The study also affirms that the revised Computer-mediated 
Communication Questionnaire (Tu, 2005) is an adequately reliable measure of the construct social presence. 
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The genesis of social presence lies in the conceptualization from social psychology of immediacy (Weiner & 
Mehrabian, 1968) and intimacy (Argyle & Dean, 1965) surrounding face-to-face communication. In face-to-face 
communication, immediacy refers to the psychological distance between two speakers, whereas intimacy is the 
closeness obtained, verbally and non-verbally, among individuals and maintained by immediacy behaviours (Rettie, 
2003). When applied to computer-mediated communication, (i.e. CMC) Short, Williams, and Christie (1976) report 
that the social effects experienced are caused by the degree of social presence afforded users with Gunawardena 
(1995) further noting that immediacy behaviours enhance and maintain social presence.  
 
To frame good pedagogical practices for online learning, Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000) developed the 
community of inquiry model to recognize the transactional relationship between instructors and learners through the 
interaction of cognitive presence (of the learner), teaching presence (i.e. the structure and process), and social 
presence (i.e. affective interpersonal communication). According to Garrison et al. (2000), these elements, which 
define the community of inquiry model, are fundamental to a successful higher education learning experience. A key 
component in the model is the concept of social presence, which refers to the affective domain as it relates to 
interpersonal communications. 
 
In assessing social presence within a textǦbased, asynchronous environment, Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, and 
Archer (2001) identified three categories of communicative responses: affective indicators (i.e., values, beliefs, 
feelings, and emotions); cohesive indicators (i.e. group presence and commitment); and interactive indicators (i.e., 
attending in a socially meaningful way). Although Rourke et al. recognize that the coding and analyzing of CMC 
textǦbased transcripts using the aforementioned indicators provides a measure of the density of social presence, they 
also contend future exploratory studies including factor analysis would aid in further defining the construct. 
 
The construct of social presence is the critical affective ingredient for online learning. Several researchers have 
demonstrated that social presence is a vital concept to be facilitated, developed, and sustained as it encourages and 
supports communication-based learning (Garrison et al., 2000; Kim, Kwon, & Cho; 2011; Lobry de Bruyn, 2004; 
Rourke et al., 2001; Tu & McIssac, 2002). However, learner characteristics including age and sex (Packham, Jones, 
Miller, & Thomas, 2004); one’s readiness for e-learning (Smith, Murphy, & Mahoney, 2003); and computer self-
efficacy (Hayashi, Chen, Ryan, & Wu, 2004) can also influence the persistence and motivation of online learning 




The objective of the present study then is to determine what if any individual learner characteristics that include 
sex, age, teaching experience, number of online courses courses taken, years using the internet, years using email, 
and self-rated computer-mediated communication (CMC) proficiency can influence teacher ratings of their online 
social presence. A valid and reliable measure of social presence was administered (CMCQ: Tu, 2005) and 
demographic variables including age, sex, number of years teaching, number of online classes taken, and readiness 
for online learning (as measured by CMC proficiency) were determined. This research provides the opportunity to 





The participant sample is derived from students (i.e. practicing teachers) enrolled in postgraduate special 
education online courses offered at the University of Saskatchewan. The postgraduate program is comprised of 9 
courses that are offered over a two-year period. Using convenience sampling, 275 students enrolled in the 
postgraduate program participated with a 90 percent response rate attained. Those enrolled in the program were 
varied demographically in age, proficiencies with computer mediated technologies, years of teaching experience, 
and experience with online learning. Participants in the study voluntarily completed the computer-mediated 
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communication questionnaire (CMCQ; Tu, 2005). The sentence stems on the CMCQ were used to identify social 
presence in a text-based system with the CMC tools (email, discussion, and chat). The respondents were asked to 
complete each of the instrument’s 24 items on the basis of a five-point Likert scale converted to a numerical 
weighting ranging in options from 0 (uncertain); 1 (strongly disagree); 2 (disagree); 3 (agree); and 4 (strongly 
agree). A reliability analysis for the instrument was conducted with a Cronbach alpha reliability coefficient value 
equal to or above .70 considered to reflect a high internal consistency. A visual inspection of the corrected item total 
correlations was then conducted with items below .10 deemed as outlier test items. Two items were deemed as 
outliers and were removed (i.e. items 4 & 19). The subsequent reliability analysis of the 22 remaining items 
reflected relatively high internal consistency with a Cronbach alpha reliability coefficient for the CMCQ instrument 
calculated at .732. A total raw score was then calculated with high scores indicating a strong degree of online social 
presence and low scores indicative of a lack of social presence.  
 A self-rated CMC proficiency variable was obtained by aggregating three other five-point Likert scale 
variables, exclusive of the CMCQ, that pertained to the forms of CMC specific to each of email, discussion, and 
chat. A reliability analysis for the new variable was conducted with a Cronbach alpha reliability coefficient value 
equal to or above .70 considered to reflect a high internal consistency. A visual inspection of the corrected item total 
correlations for the three variables was conducted with items below .10 deemed as outlier test items. The Cronbach 
alpha reliability coefficient for the CMC proficiency scale was calculated at .824, indicative of a high internal 
consistency, with no items deemed as outliers. The mean values for the three five-point Likert scale variables 
pertaining to CMC forms of communication (email, discussion, and chat) were then combined and calculated to 
provide a new mean value representative of a CMC proficiency scale with low scores indicative of a high self rated 
CMC proficiency.  
 Correlation coefficients were used to determine the relationship between social presence, as measured by the total 
score on the CMCQ, and individual demographic, internet, email, and online learning readiness (i.e., CMC 
proficiency) variables. To determine which combination would be a better predictor of social presence scores, the 
variables were entered into a multiple linear regression analysis (enter method) to obtain a regression equation. The 
non-manipulated categorical variables were all dummy coded for inclusion in the multiple regression analysis 
(Pedhazur, 1997). Analysis of variance was used to determine if there were any significant differences in social 
presence scores as a function of the individual demographic and readiness variables. 
 
4. Results 
Frequency counts for the demographic variables age, sex, number of years teaching, number of online classes 
taken are displayed in Table 1. When examining the frequency counts, it was found that although sex was initially a 
variable considered having a potential impact on social presence it was excluded from further analysis because of 
the low number of males in the sample. 
 
Table 1. Frequency Demographics, N=275 
Demographic Variable Frequency Percent 
Sex   
   Male 20 8.3 
   Female 254 91.7 
Age    
   18-25 39 14.1 
   26-33 95 34.3 
   34-41 84 30.3 
   42 or older 59 21.3 
Teaching Experience   
   0-3 years 83 30.2 
   4-6 years 59 21.3 
   7-10 years 61` 22 
   More than 10  72 26 
Number of Online Courses   
   1 course 113 40.8 
   2-3 courses 78 28.2 
  4 or more courses 86 31.0 
 
Correlations for the dependent variable (i.e., total score on the CMCQ) and the independent variables (i.e., age, 
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teaching experience, number of online classes taken, years using email, years using internet, and CMC proficiency) 
are displayed in Table 2. Inspection of Table 2 reveals significant correlations between the CMCQ and the number 
of online classes taken and the online learning readiness variable CMC proficiency, with age and number of years 
teaching also moderately correlated with one another. 
 





















1   .149*    .043 .045 -.029 -.019 -.233* 
Number of Online 
Courses 
  .149* 1  .118* .085  .072 .101   -.261** 
Age .043   .118* 1     .623**    -.222**    -.185**  .119* 
Teaching 
Experience 
.045 .085   .623** 1  -.122* -.083 .059 
Years Using Email -.018 .072 -.222** -.122 1    .664*    -.306** 
Years Using Internet -.004 .101 -.185** -.083    .664** 1    -.261** 
CMC Proficiency     -.223**      -.261** .119*  .059   -.306**    -.261** 1 
*  Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).  **Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).  
 
For the multiple regression analysis the CMCQ is the predictor variable for social presence. Independent 
variables include age, teaching experience, number of online courses taken, years using the internet, years using 
email, and CMC proficiency. The enter selection method for the independent variables in the linear regression 
analysis was used. Examination of the strength of the equation reveals that the predictive power of the equation was 
moderate at 11 per cent where the proportion of variation in predicting online social presence is accounted for by 
number of online courses taken and CMC proficiency (Y=59.22 + 1.19[courses online] + [-3.76][CMC 
proficiency]). The multiple R was .33 and the proportion of variance accounted for was .11 (F [6, 258]=5.21, p<.00). 
The moderate predictive power of the equation was likely due to restricted variability in the sample, as “the reduced 
variability will cause the value of r to be less than its value in the unrestricted sample” (Glass & Hopkins, 1996, p. 
123). For the present study, because only learners in their first year of online courses were sampled there was 
evidence of restricted variability in the sample. 
 
One way ANOVA’s were used to determine whether a significant difference occurred among students in online 
social presence based on age, teaching experience, number of e-learning courses taken, years using the internet, 
years using email, and readiness for online learning (i.e., CMC proficiency). The analysis of variance results 
indicate that a significant main effect for number of online learning courses F (2, 273) = 3.991 p<.05 exists with 
Levene’s test of homogeneity of variances insignificant. In conducting the post hoc analysis, the Scheffé statistic 
was used because pairs of means with dissimilar group sizes are compared. The mean difference for online social 
presence, as measured by the total score of the CMCQ, was significantly lower for learners in their first online 




The present study sought to explore what if any individual learner characteristics of teachers enrolled in online 
special education courses predict the degree of social presence experienced. Findings reveal that the number of 
online courses taken followed by self-rated CMC proficiency are significantly correlated and are the salient 
predictors of social presence. Interestingly, the number of years of teaching experience and age of the teacher 
enrolled in the online courses are not significantly correlated with social presence as measured by the CMCQ. This 
would seem to indicate that online learning is accessible to learners of all ages. However, a limitation of the study is 
the use of convenience sampling and the homogeneity of the sample as it relates gender, although research on the 
construct social presence has found that gender differences do not appear to exist (Kim, Kwon & Cho, 2011; Tu, 
Yen & Blocher, 2011). Nevertheless, a more systematic sampling procedure should be considered in future research. 
The functionality of CMC technology incorporated into text-based online learning environments and the usage 
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of such tools among students can effect affective communication among users. If we desire our learners to be highly 
collaborative in their professional practice then it is important that they are provided the requisite training necessary 
to embrace computer-mediated communication so as to emulate these practices in their course work.  
 
Further, instructors need to construct interaction patterns to overcome the inherent challenges of the medium. 
Informality and friendliness modelled by the instructor coupled with frequent interaction can facilitate this process 
(Tu, 2002; Tu & Yen, 2006). What this implies is that development and support for faculty in delivery of online 
courses is needed. Similarly, novice online students with limited CMC proficiency skills need to be made aware of 
how interaction is structured for online learning. Nevertheless, social presence can also be developed through 
instructional design strategies that include limiting enrolment (i.e. to a 30:1 ratio; Rovai, 2001) development of 
collaborative course assignments (Aragon, 2003; Mykota, 2013, So & Brush, 2008) and enhanced media integration 




Affective communication for online learning needs to recognize that instructors and course designers must 
facilitate and deliberately structure interaction patterns to overcome potential barriers to establish social presence. 
Moreover, if online learning is an accessible and flexible learning environment and if educators desire their learners 
to be highly collaborative in their professional practice then it is important that they are provided the requisite 
training necessary to embrace computer-mediated communication. This study contributes to knowledge and research 
on social presence through the applied measurement of the construct and confirms previously reported findings on 
CMC proficiency (Mykota & Duncan, 2007). Future research should continue to explore the construct, social 
presence, as measured by the CMCQ with varying samples and contexts so as to replicate previous research on the 
validity and reliability of the instrument. Additionally, qualitative phenomenological or grounded theory studies 
could be conducted to delve in-depth into the meaning of affective communication in a text-based environment and 
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